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The Goodreads collection is a set of pandemic based short 
stories by a select group of writers. Cur group on Goodreads 
competition. The entries to our annual writing competition 


called ‘New Htihors’ accepts annual 
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1. Tho Bidy ~Beatrice Williams 


The bloodshot eyes turned towards the alarm clock 
menacingly. If eyes could shoot arrows the timepiece 
would've burnt to cinder. 

The body raised itself upright and wrapped itself in a 
silken robe. The feet shuffled themselves noiselessly 
across to the bidet and back. Dispensing with the 
brushing of the teeth, the body started the remote 
meeting. It was alarmingly late. 

The room glowed, bathed in the light of the screen. Her 
face took an eerie countenance as she communicated 
with the outside world. Equally blank faces stared back 
at it. The body was wise enough to block the camera 
today. Early morning meetings were impossible even at 
11 am. 

Later it wore a mask to go buy a cappuccino. Formal 
dressing was dispensed with since PJ's could be worn 
at meetings. She was in Crocs all day now. No more 
painful pencil heels required anymore. No more shades 
of cancerous lipstick on her lips. The mask covered it all 
or the lack thereof. 

The body pressed the elevator buttons and waited for 
the downward ride to end. There was an interruption at 
floor 10 when a tall human tried to enter. She 
vehemently refused entry and shut the door again. 
Loud palpitations could be heard as her heart refused 
to wipe away the fear of human contact. 

She panicked and decided to return to her abode 
cutting short the trip. 
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She returned home with growling noises in her tummy. 
The spirit was willing but the flesh was weak. She 
washed her hands innumerable times. Later that day 
she was forced to venture out again. She shook 
violently at the close call in the elevator. 

She trudged reluctantly towards the elevator again. If 
needs must...she will brave it. She pressed the elevator 
buttons and prayed after a very long time. Alas, as was 
the case these days, her prayers weren't answered. 
The elevator uncannily stopped at 10 again. The mask- 
less talk human was there again. She gave a visible 
shake and fainted in the elevator. 

When she opened her eyes again, she was in a strange 
place. There were whispering voices and cold eyes 
watching her. Human, gloveless hands seemed to be 
touching her. She tried to shake herself free but 
seemed to be shackled to the bed. Rows of white- 
coated humans took turns to watch her. None of them 
were suitably attired. There were no masks, no gloves. 
She could not speak. She looked at the screen 
overhead. The news report played loudly. COVID has 
been vanquished at last. 

People can move around freely. The last remaining 
survivors of the virus seemed to have come out of their 
100-year coma. She blinked. How was that even 
possible? She looked again around her. The television 
did look futuristic it was just a hologram. The people 
watching her were holograms too. She looked at her 
own body. It was just a bulbous mass stuck with 
needles and pins. She had neither a face, nor arms, nor 
legs. It was just her brain in a massive Petri dish. 
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2 The Curious Cato of Coiud 19 
- Catherine Haibbie 

[This story has previously been published in Fairytales 2020] 

It was a lockdown. People had been stockpiling for 
weeks. The shops eventually did run out. A rationing 
system was in place. Each household only had the 
necessary number of tickets to purchase the essential 
grocery items. There was a scramble for flipping toilet 
paper, flu remedies, and food! The millions of homeless 
people disappeared off the streets overnight. Have they 
caught the virus already? Are they in shelters? The 
streets were instead filled with harangued shoppers, who 
had missed the early Covid panic bus and were now 
trying to make up for lost time. In the higher echelons of 
the Palace, Downing Street, MI6, Pentagon, KGB and all 
the equivalent power brokers of the world, the 
countdown had long begun. The minions tapped their 
fingers impatiently as the world had its last frenzy before 
total annihilation. Let’s back track to the day two 
important discoveries were made: Alien life and the Elixir 
of life. The knowledge did come in together actually, 
when X12J4599 first made contact, with a gift for Earth. 
Little did we know that they also came with a very 
dangerous clause: The annihilation clause. Yes, 
X12J4599 first contacted Earth a couple of months ago. 
It was the world’s best kept secret and weapon. World 
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leader had been gathering at G7, Commonwealth and 
UN summits racking their brains about the seemingly 
benign gift to save the planet. Repeated attempts to 
annihilate Earth by X12J4599 like the great Amazon 
Fires and Global warming freak weather, was 
systematically dispelled by the respective governments. 
But on the first day of 2020, an agreement was finally 
signed to risk total annihilation in lieu of ridding Earth of 
a few billion population with COVID 19. The most 
powerful virus known to man. To trigger a pandemic of 
such manic proportions, man needed to proceed with the 
reckless social hygiene he practised for centuries. 
Repeated warnings only accentuated the situation. The 
great plan was to have a manageable population before 
releasing news of the Elixir of life. Whoever survived, 
would live forever! Stringent laws were already in place 
against procreation. Once these were set, news of Alien 
life would be gradually released to the juvenile 
population of Earth that still had petty wars and feuds 
based on religion and race. The aliens were a gentle 
race and could not stand a chance against physical 
combat with the hordes on Earth. However, their strategy 
was covert and Covid mind games. Rick woke up that 
fateful morning and found the lockdown enforced. He 
could not step out of home to procure basic food. He was 
a healthy man, with regular exercise and diet needs. He 
wasn't afraid of Corona. He decided to break out and get 
some food. Living alone meant he wasn’t answerable to 
any moral police lurking at home. He stepped out into the 
sunshine and walked towards the only shopping mall he 
knew in the neighbourhood. Empty streets greeted him. 


The lockdown was real. The radio told him that 
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constantly. His television was out months ago, when he 
omitted paying the TV Licence. The eerie silence 
spooked him much more than wheat he was about to see 
next. There were green men on the street. Patrols of 
alien soldiers were lining up on either side of the street 
even as we read these lines. Look out of your windows: 
There are green men preparing for war. This is war! A 
silent war. A war that we didn’t know was lost before we 
even fought for it. Rick surreptitiously scampered back 
home. He logged onto his computer. Not one Twitter post 
about alien invasion. Had he imagined it all? Area51 and 
the usual aliens spook fests were on in blazing glory 
ranting about alien invasion, but no one seemed to pay 
them any notice, Covid was the bigger evil now 
apparently. And then it struck him. Covid was no more 
dangerous than the flu he had the past two weeks. 
People didn’t seem to really be in more danger from it 
than the Aliens out on the street. It was merely a plan to 
keep the hordes away from the war of world domination! 
He made a few well-meaning calls to high-placed 
Officials and confirmed his fears. But he also had a 
solution. The puny green aliens could certainly be 
overcome. He just needed evidence to prove his case. 
He decided to go back to the venue. He got out his phone 
camera and was about to begin filming, when suddenly, 
he was zapped with a green light between his eyes. The 
world was doomed. Not only did everyone remain 
indoors for the proposed period of lockdown of 12 weeks, 
but they remained there for the next 2 years. Many 
people died of starvation in their own houses. People 
tried to escape from homes, but found it impossible, as 


exits were sealed overnight. The government didn’t even 
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try to win the battle, but quietly handed the key to Earth 
in the able hands of the alien conquerors. Who was to 
complain in the light of advanced technology like the 
impossible but true time machine! The future had been 
foretold and seen innumerable times. There was no way 
out. In the next 500 years, Earth was taken over by little 
green men. Those brave enough to accede were 
awarded with the elixir of life and live on to this day. Other 
Earthly vermin, were slowly exterminated from their 
holes in a matter of years. Earth is now green in more 
ways than one. No more deforestation, no more global 
warming, Earth is the hottest destination in the universe. 
As for Rick? He is caged in the London zoo as the Earth 
specimen that refused to relent. He is now known as 
COVID 19. The only known man to survive the Corona 
virus. The one that foresaw the plan before anyone else 
did. Sometimes eager aliens visit him with Crystal balls, 
hoping he would tell the future. But the future he predicts 
is always bleak for them! Building the wall was probably 
never a mistake! Did T know the truth all along? 
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8. Cage 20830 COVID- Justin Suyl 


“It’s quite simple,” said Karen. “I’m going to be 
terminated.” 

“But you're still of use to society, surely?” replied 
Simon. 

“| don’t know, since they changed the rules again, and 
they found things in my past.” 

Simon nodded. He knew the rules had been changing 
rapidly since the stage 2030 Covid. His own phone had 
been worrying him, though the app never gave the user 
much information, he reflected. 

“What things did they find?” 

“|... | don’t know. Maybe | got too close to some people 
in the street.” 

He studied her; this was the closest he’d been to his 
wife for a month. He expected the contact timer was 
running on his phone, but you never really knew how 
long you would get. The fans of the close-contact 
meeting booth were running fast to extract any 
possibility of the virus. He toyed with the mask in his 
hand, temporarily off in the safe booth. He looked up at 
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y the camera, which was focused on them, and he looked 
g 

away quickly. 

5 . 

y “It's so unfair,” he said. “We’ve been married four years, 
4 

how much time have we had together?” 

“Simon, don’t - they'll mark you too. | don’t want that.” 
“Ok.” 

g 

“You know the phone mic is probably listening.” 
“Yes.” He looked at the mask in his hand again. “How 
4 

long have they given you?” 

“| don’t know.” 

“No, they'll not commit on a definite time, | know.” 

g 

“No.” 

“How are the children?” 

j F 

j “The reports | get say they are doing well. The Al state 
5 

parent is happy with their response to training.” 

He nodded. “Oh Karen, we should run away with them, 
$ 

take them out of state school. We could go to, | don’t 
know, somewhere...” 

“You know there is nowhere, the world is the same 

5 

now.” 

“An island somewhere.” 

$ 

“It won't work,” she said. “We don't have the travel 
permit even to get out of the city.” 

“| know. But if only.” 
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“Simon, this is dangerous talk, this could threaten you 
and the children.” 

“Yes, | know,” he said as his hand involuntarily touched 
the phone in his pocket and he snatched a glance at 
the camera above. 

“It’s better for the world if I’m gone. I’m not giving to 
society like | was, they have said.” 

“The Al said,” he muttered. 

“Yes. The Gates Al knows all. Society wouldn't be as 
safe as it now is without it.” 

Then Simon noticed a black uniform outside the 
meeting booth. His phone vibrated. The black gloved 
hand tapped on the door. He looked up at the masked 
face. Only the eyes visible, with the riot helmet above. 
He looked at Karen; she didn’t look scared, just 
resigned to it, fatalistic. 

The door slid open and the uniform indicated for him to 
put on his mask and step out. Simon did so and stood 
in front of the black uniform. Simon thought of Karen 
and the children. 
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4. Trave; Haventures in the time of @oiwd 19- Jay 
Cutts 


With all of the current restrictions on travel, you may 
be wondering how to find that adventure that you 
crave. The answer is close to home, or more 
precisely, in your home. 


Margaret Foster is an expert on home travel. She 
writes, “My husband Bob and | had the time of our 
lives on a four day vacation in our bedroom. 
Between the TV, the Scrabble game, and the 
occasional mandatory nap, we finished our trip 
feeling like teenagers again.” 


Another home destination especially popular with 
water lovers is the bathroom. The typical home 
bathroom includes three to four unique water 
features for a variety of entertainment and 
relaxation. It may be good to limit your bathroom 
cruise to two days, as other members of the family 
may want to get in on it too! 


For food lovers, a five day cruise to the dining room 
offers a world of taste treats. Cuisine ranges from 
down-home cooking to Mediterranean delights to 
Asian exotica. And, as long as you sit six feet apart, 
a dining room cruise gives you the opportunity to get 
to know other members of your household. Margaret 
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Foster writes, “A good cruise to the dining room is 
often pleasantly followed by a bathroom cruise.” 


For those looking for something off the beaten path, 
a two day tour of the broom closet lets you discover 
sights rarely seen by other travelers. A broom closet 
tour is ideal for travelers who like to go it alone. 
You'll be unlikely to run into any tourists there! 


Finally, group travel is not completely out of the 
question. While coronavirus can be carried by 
humans, other animals are perfectly safe. Don’t 
have pets of your own? Try leaving your front door 
open over night with a bowl of dog or cat food and 
you're likely to have a whole Noah’s Ark the next 
morning, including stray dogs and cats, as well as 
wild animals such as raccoons, skunks, and 
squirrels. 


From Maine to Marin, from Timisoara to 
Casablanca, home travel holds a world of adventure 
literally at your fingertips. 
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2 
Pandemic declared! Lockdown! 

Pamela came home from the travel agency. She 
had three tickets in her pocket. She smiled and held 
them out to John. He lay on the couch; played with 
the remote control. He turned off the TV. 

“What is it, honey? Why such a long face?”, Pamela 
asked. He jumped off the couch. 

“Didn’t you hear the news?” 

He grabbed the tickets, threw them to the floor. 
“What news?” 

She picked up the tickets; waited for an answer. 
“They declared a worldwide pandemic. The 
government announced a complete lockdown. We 
can’t go anywhere!” 

“Shit! | paid cash!” 


” Our dirty money? “ 


John turned pale and facepalmed. He got close to 
her. 

“Why? What about the credit card?” 

“They cancelled it!”. Pamela sighed. 
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“What? Why didn't you tell me earlier?”. John got 
upset. 
“You know why | didn’t!”, she answered firm. 


John lowered his head. He grabbed her by the 
arms, very tight. She looked into his eyes. 

“Let me go, John! | won't repeat it.” 

He knew what to do. Pamela turned away, 
becoming aware what a lockdown would mean. 
John would stay at home the whole day. She 
couldn’t get out deliberately. Who would go insane 


first? 


“Go to the agency, return the tickets and bring our 
money back,” John proposed biting his fingernails. 


“| can’t. They closed after me. | was the last client.” 
“Well, you have the tickets; you have a receipt. Go 
and cancel the booking,” he insisted. 

“Didn’t you hear? | said | was the last client there! It 
is only a small agency. | don’t think | can cancel.” 
“What does it have to do with the size?” 

John’s face got red. He bobbed his right foot 


permanently. He took the phone. 


“Give me the number. | dial, you talk.” 
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He could not get through. An automatic voice 
responded. 

“No connection under this number.” 

“What? They cancelled their phone. We write a 
letter, cancel the booking and demand the money 
back.” 

Pamela got annoyed, but she had a bad conscious 
and confessed. 

“We cannot cancel. It was a half-price offer if | give 
up the cancellation option and pay cash.” 

John rolled his eyes and sighed. 

“They spoofed you. They already knew about the 
virus and the coming pandeniic. It is a travel 
agency. They are informed in advance.” 

“How do you mean they spoofed me? It was a one- 
man company. He was very gentle. He looked for 
the best options and the best destinations. Nearly all 
of them were fully booked. He was busy to find the 
perfect destination for us and to get the flights. | 
never suspected something bad with this guy.” 


“What is his name? Is it on the receipt or the 

tickets?” 

“He introduced himself as Burt,” Pam replied. 

“Burt Reynolds, that’s what he said. That’s it,” she 
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complemented. 

John got still. He could not believe it. He took the 
tickets, turned them around. The ticket, that was 
assigned to him, had a small hand written phrase on 
it: “Dear brother, happy holiday. You are blessed 


with your wife!” 
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6. Then there was a call - Catherine Hiibbie 


{First Prize in the Short Story Competition on New Authors 
Goodreads 2021} 


It was a unusually cloudy day in summer. But then, this 
city was famed for its unusual weather. Global warming 
existed here much before the social butterflies had 
caught on. 


Today however, seemed quite odd. There was a stillness 
in the air. A silence that could not be explained and 
chilled you to the bone. It was fear lurking in the unsaid 
words, in the quiet streets, in the emptiness without, in 
the vacuum within. 


While the pandemic could explain the streets bereft of 
people, what could explain the silence? 


Then there was a call. She picked up the telephone. It 
was 10 am. The was a cold voice that spoke to her 
mechanically. It called her to the museum today to start 
her first day as a tour guide. It should have made her feel 
exhilarated, but she seemed more uneasy for some 
inexplicable reason. 


She dressed and picked out her darkest dress to match 
her mood. She applied the reddest embellishment to her 
lips. She brushed her dark hair furiously away from her 
face, gathered her minimal belongings and walked 
towards the museum. 
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It was a long walk, but she needed it to refresh her 
senses. Months of being cooped up in the house in the 
pandemic had played havoc on her senses and she 
needed to escape it by being under the open sky longer. 
She decided to wear her mask only if she saw another 
human cross the road. Strangely, she didn’t see anyone. 
Where was everybody. Today was the day the law 
permitted everyone to finally step onto the streets. 
Perhaps it was too early. She walked on unmindful of the 
stares from behind drawn curtains and peeking eyes 
behind them. She walked clicking her long black heels 
with the exposed tips revealing the red polish on her 
talons. 


The huge structure of the museum loomed precariously 
ahead of her. She thought it wobbled, She felt it lived. 
She sensed being enveloped by an invisible aura as she 
entered it. There was no one to greet her. A sign on the 
counter said wait here. 


She waited for thirty minutes, all the while having an 
eerie feeling of being watched. She looked around. The 
museum had the dustiest cases, that didn’t seem to have 
been wiped clean in recent times. The wooden 
bannisters spiralled upwards and seemed endless. 
There was a circular window at the top with dark stained 
glass that seemed to block out more light than it let in. 
The chandeliers were not lit, but candles in the corners 
lit up the room making it more eerie. 


She finally got up to leave. That was when she heard the 
footsteps. Crushed leather soles on the wooden floors 
squeaked their way into the room. They were filled with 
endless legs swathed in black. Her eyes followed them 
all the way up and she saw a man dressed in black from 
the soles of his shoes to the hat on his head. His lips 
stretched into a smile that did not reach his bloodshot 
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eyes. She wanted to run away at once, but stayed on as 
she need the job desperately. She sat there silently not 
responding to the man’s outstretched hand, as if in a 
trance. She did not seem to register any sound coming 
from his red lips. He tapped his ivory encrusted cane 
thrice on the floor and she seemed to be released from 
a spell. She mumbled her own name as she placed her 
hand hesitantly into his own. The touch awakened more 
fear in her. It chilled her to the bone like a_ million ice 
buckets all at once. She drew it away hastily and placed 
them in her pockets for warmth. She followed the man 
meekly up the spirally stairs as he beckoned her with his 
eyes. Her heels clicked on the wooden steps noiselessly. 
Green and blue lights filtered through the skylight and 
threw odd shadows around them. His long coat seemed 
to swish like a cape behind him. She did not know how 
long she climbed up but they were presently in a room 
with drawn brocaded curtain that seemed to have an 
even more musty smell than the reception, if it were 
possible. 


There was just one carved antique chair in the middle of 
the room. He gestured her to sit on it. She meekly 
obeyed as she was tired from the climb. Her arms 
seemed to sink in the plush arm rests of the red velvet 
chair. 


Unbeknownst to her, thin invisible threads wrapped 
themselves around her wrists and bonded her to the 
chair. They sucked her thoughts and she didn’t have to 
speak. The tall man got all the information he needed. 
She was the suitable candidate for the job. 


After seemingly endless moments in time, the man 

motioned her to rise. His long fingers with pointed nails 

waved her in the direction of the corridor that seemed to 

have miraculously appeared out of thin air. She walked 
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ahead of him this time, feeling his cold breath on her 
neck, which seemed incapable to turn back. If she did 
she would have seen his red eyes devour the vison of 
her. Her perfume seemed to intoxicate him and he took 
deep breaths. She felt the long corridor lit with candles in 
torches go on forever. 


Presently, they entered a chamber with glass cases, the 
man explained the contents of each case to her but her 
numb brain did not seem to register any details. 


They reached an antechamber with a carved wooden 
door with rusty metallic bolts on the door. He stopped to 
knock on it and was greeted with a muted response from 
within. 


A spine-chilling sight opened out the scene. Set before 
her eyes were more men in capes, sitting in a circle on 
long chairs. There was a raised bed in between the 
circles. She walked in a trance towards it. 


She was lying on it with frigid faces bent over her, when 
there was aring. The phone rang loudly once, then twice. 
It seemed to break her trance. She rubbed her eyes and 
picked it up on the third ring. 


It was a call to work in the museum that day. She blinked 
her eyes and looked around. She was in her own 
bedroom. The curtains on the sunlight windows were her 
own. The rooms were bright and cheery. The hands on 
the clock pointed to 10 am. 
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7. The Disposal. Hh,’ Decking 


{Second Prize in the Short Story Competition on New Authors 
Goodreads 2021} 


He hated going down there. The garbage disposal room 
gave him the creeps. It was cold as hell and located in 
the basement of the building. He gathered the waste bag 
from the dustbin and climbed the odd stairs down to the 
room. It smelled disgusting. There seemed to be green 
mould growing on the walls. He was tired of complaining 
to the supervisor. He lived there on rent and didn’t have 
much powers anyway. 


Miraculously each morning, the bins in his house were 
always full. He had no way but to go and empty them in 
the communal area. As that was the only work he did 
around the house, he could not complain. 


His wife was still asleep when he had left. He saw her 
curled in the soft blankets which he no longer shared in 
disgust. He had always been an early riser. He scorned 
those who woke up late. Yet another list of his pet 
peeves against her. She never did wake up before him 
and with lockdown, she didn’t have to make lunch for 
him. He worked from home and she wok up even later. 
Never before noon. He made his own breakfast, he 
ironed his own clothes and sat in his pyjama bottoms 
and wrinkle free shirt before the camera ready to bark 
out orders to his staff each day. 
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But every morning without fail, he emptied the bins. 
Today, the bin bag had a mixture of plastic, metal, used 
masks, food wastes and more. He segregated them 
into the different bins placed for the same. 


He closed the lids of the giant waste trolleys and 
proceeded to sanitise his hands. ‘Shit’ there didn’t seem 
to be any sanitiser left in it. 


He climbed back up to the house panting and feeling 
very dirty. He washed his hands in the sink the 
prescribed times. It didn’t seem to help. He was itchy all 
over. It was probably psychological as his wife would’ve 
said. He checked to see her still asleep under the 
covers. 


They never seem to have any waking hours with each 
other anymore. She worked late into the night writing 
for her dissertation, and he always inevitably felt drowsy 
and slept it off before the television on the couch. 


They never had any kids and at this rate, they couldn't 
possibly make any! Not that he cared. He had this 
online thing going with his colleague and that seemed 
to be enough for the lockdown. In real times, they did it 
in the office, but now, the law prevented them from 
making it real. Nevertheless, online was fun too. He 
caught no germs. Hell, he could even cheat on his 
mistress with more women, and no one seemed to 
know the better. He just had to keep the office calls on 
mute as she grunted a bit loudly in delight into the 
camera. He wore headphones of course, but that made 
it more unreal than it already was. 


He brewed his coffee and poured a frothy cup for 
himself. His hands were less itchy now. He had to 
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bathe again though. It was about time for his mistress 
to call. 


He stripped himself off his clothes and looked into the 
full-length mirror. He had liked his muscular look before. 
He was turning all flabby now. He could not go to the 
gym anymore in lockdown. It was the best part of the 
day for him. He stared at himself for a couple of more 
minutes, there were some red welts appearing near his 
waist and wrists, probably from the tight new pyjamas, 
which he wore always. 


The day passed uneventfully and he was soon settled 
before his television. He could hear his wife pottering 
around the kitchen making crab sandwiches. Could that 
be what gave him the itchiness? He did have a lot the 
night before. He was mildly allergic to shell fish and 
they neve had it as regularly as they did now. Was she 
trying to poison him?? 


He rushed to the nearest laptop from the kitchen and 
typed crab clergy symptoms in google search. He 
looked at the last searched item in the search bar. It 
said Covid spread my used masks. This was his wife’s 
computer of course. She was paranoid about these 
things. And always threw masks after grocery shopping 
like it was tissues. 


He looked further down the search button and saw a 
couple of searches for Tinder. Ah! So that was where 
she got her joy from. That explained all her late-night 
dissertation ‘discussions’. 


It was time for a divorce. He would not leave her a 
penny. He would book an online session with a lawyer 
tomorrow. He had been saving for over a year now in 
his new bank account. Money saved form not spending 
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it on his other women. He was momentarily distracted 
by the voluptuous naked models on channel 4. It was 
the best part of his day. 


He drooled over them for a bit and them fell asleep on 
the couch. He was awakened by some noises from the 
kitchen later but ignored them. The front door seemed 

to open and shut too, but he was too drowsy. 


The next morning, he woke up as the cock crowed like 
clockwork. He prided himself on his schedule. His 
stomach felt queasy this morning and he felt bile juice 
coming up his throat. He spat it put and brushed his 
teeth. He took fresh coffee beans and brewed his 
aromatic cup. Nothing like fresh coffee to make you 
ready for the day ahead. He sipped some and spat it 
out. It tasted funny. Perhaps, he would go visit his 
lovely neighbour who always invited him over for coffee, 
but he had refused her as it was too close to home for 
comfort. That didn’t stop him from flirting with her 
outrageously near the stairs. She often dropped her 
garbage bags at the same time. They had had a few 
close juicy encounters in the bin area on the old red 
couch before it was disposed after a year. He avoided 
her now as it was getting monotonous too. 


He slipped on a body armour vest and _ tousled his hair 
as he proceeded to pulled out the garbage bins. They 
seemed to have overflowed gain. It really was curious. 


He walked down to the garbage bins and opened them 
one by own with his bare hands. There were tonnes of 
soiled masks in it today. Did his wife really wear so 
many in a single day? It was almost as if she picked 
them from some rubbish bin and filled it for him to throw 
again. 
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That thought stopped him in his tracks. He rushed out 
of there. He tried to sanitise his hands, but the 
dispensers seemed to have run out of the liquid. It was 
almost as if someone had deliberately emptied them. 


He suddenly felt faint and drained out. It was quick. He 
was found on the floor by his neighbour who did follow 
him with the bins, but it was too late. 


The coroner’s report suggested that it was long term 
poisoning from some unfathomable material from the 
bins. The inquest that followed proved to be 
inconclusive. His wife was an incredibly rich widow 
now. 
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8. Death became hen- Hi, Decking 


Today, she wanted to be woman. She dressed as the 
old charming grandmother that never failed to entice 
the listeners. She was in her usual bus awaiting her 


prey. 


They walked in one by one. First came a little boy, who 
rushed to grab an empty window seat. A few steps 
behind tottered his grandfather, wearing a mask and 
wielding a cane. He sat in the seat reserved for the 
elderly in the front. He called the little boy to join him 
there, but the boy had gum in his mouth and refused to 
budge. 


Ah! The old woman shifted seats to get closer to him. 
She asked him his name. He never said a word. The 
grandpa turned around and said he was shy. He 
burrowed his head in the newspaper and never looked 
up for some time. The lady licked her lips in delight. 
None of the little boys wore masks. It was easy for her 
today day. 


After a year of rules, most adults had stopped wearing 
them too. She searched her bag for the hard boiled 
sweets that she always carried. They were in all shapes 
and sizes. No child could refuse them. She poured 
some onto her palm nonchalantly. The boy looked 
towards her meekly. She stretched her arm wordlessly 
towards him. He spit his gum on the floor of the bus and 
picked up a sweet. It was shaped like letter D. It had the 
most delightful taste. He chewed it hurriedly. He wanted 
more. He sneezed thrice as something seemed to tickle 
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his nose. He stretched his hand with his palm turned 
upwards, looking yearningly at the old woman. She 
obliged. He picked E next. This one was still better than 
the first one. As he ate it, he remembered his dead 
mother and it brought tears to his eyes. He wanted 
more. He took A. His heart seemed to melt within. It 
beat rapidly. He remembered how his mother walked 
him to the park. He wanted to go there now. The 
memories seemed to cease as the sweet was 
swallowed. He picked T this time, he was back in her 
arms this time. He could even smell her hair. It was 
getting difficult to breathe. 


The grandfather stretched his hand to pull the bell. The 
bus jerked oddly and pulled to a stop. It was time to go. 
The toffee was thrown out of the boys mouth with the 
jolt. He looked up at the old woman in fear and ran 
towards his grandfather. He held his hands and they 
walked out of the bus. The little boy turned back to look 
at the woman, but she was nowhere to be seen. He 
could see a man in a hooded cape sitting at the back. 
He seemed to have a long gardening tool in his hand. 
He looked away in fear, shivering furiously. His feet 
seemed to have given away beneath him. His 
grandfather carried him home. 


It was always easier as a woman. He switched to a 
short red dress now with brightly painted nails and a 
packet of unused gum. The young men always loved 
them. 
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2. Breakfesson Ree Enily Ganker 


{Third Prize in the Short Story Competition on New Authors 
Goodreads 2021} 


A squat, two-story house sat at the end of Rue 
Street. It was a quiet home. Clocks ticked in the living 
room, the laundry machine hummed in the basement, 
and something fatty sizzled in the kitchen. That’s where 
Mr. Vole was, preparing breakfast. 

It was a warm summer Sunday, and he was in his 
usual summer outfit — a white polo and his favorite candy 
blue shorts that were pulled up well past his belly button. 
He wanted to look good. His daughter, Ana, was visiting 
after being away for so long. 

He whistled as he cracked an egg into a pan. Oil 
popped. The yolk jiggled. A radio buzzed in the 
background, and through the static, a voice announced 
updates about the pandemic that had brought the entire 
world to a stop. “Death toll passes one hundred 
thousand... elderly at risk...” Mr. Vole turned the radio 
off. He didn’t like listening to the news. /t was never 
good. 

Mr. Vole coughed as the sausages in the frying 
pan began to smoke. He shuffled over to the stove, 
dumping the eggs and sausages onto three separate 
plates. He looked up. Mrs. Vole’s footsteps came from 
overhead. Ah, she’s awake at last. The cuckoo clock on 
the wall read eight fifty — just ten minutes left until the 
little bird would pop out of its wooden nest. He needed 
to hurry. Mrs. Vole always ate her breakfast at nine o’ 
clock sharp. 
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Mr. Vole grabbed three mugs from the cabinet 
and placed them on the table. He filled his wife’s mug 
first, then the other two. The rich smell of Arabica filled 
the room. 

There came a knock on the door. Mr. Vole jolted 
upright and hobbled out of the kitchen and into the 
entrance hall. “Coming!” he cried. “Just a minute!” He 
recognized the top of his daughter’s head through the 
glass in the front door and then pulled the door open. 
“Anal” 

“Hey Dad,” the young woman at the door said. 
She was in her early thirties, with cropped hair and a 
tight smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “How’ve you 
been? | brought bagels.” She held up a white plastic 
bag and gave him a kiss on the cheek. It was like 
kissing vellum. Her father looked a lot older than when 
she last saw him. There were deep plum bags beneath 
his eyes and his features had shrunken inward. 

“I’m doing just fine!” he said, moving aside so 
that she could pass through. “Breakfast is ready. | 
made the eggs just the way you like them.” 

“Thanks, I’m starving.” Ana said and entered. 
The hallway smelled of her childhood — simultaneously 
sweet and musty, with just a hint of the sausages her 
father had prepared. She paused in the doorway of the 
kitchen while Mr. Vole peeked out from behind her 
shoulder. Together, they looked upon a familiar scene 
that they had shared so many mornings. Warm light 
streamed through the kitchen curtains, water dripped 
from the sink faucet, and steam rose from the plates on 
the table. It was as their Sunday mornings had always 
been. Ana turned to her father. 

“Oh...” she said. 

Mr. Vole frowned. “What's wrong?” 

Just as she was about to speak, the cuckoo 
clock struck nine. Mr. Vole clasped his hands together. 
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“Alright, here we go!” He walked through the kitchen 
and went to the foot of the stairs. “Honey, we’re ready!” 
he cried. The cuckoo clock sounded. Cu-koo! Cu-koo! 
Cu-koo! Mr. Vole’s smiled widely. He so looked forward 
to their breakfasts together — the three of them 
together, at last, just how it used to be. But when the 
cuckoo’s cries faded away, there was still no Mrs. Vole. 

Mr. Vole called upstairs again. “Honey?” He 
craned his head to the right and put one foot on the 
lowest step. “Honey?” 

Ana went to her father’s side, put an arm around 
his shoulder and guided him back to the table. Two 
chairs scraped against the floor. The bagel bag 
crinkled. And still, the upstairs remained silent. 

Ana pulled out a cinnamon raison bagel and 
handed it to her father. He took it as though he was ina 
trance — confused and scared. He stared for a while at 
his wife’s empty chair, and suddenly, a lump formed in 
his throat. His shoulders fell, and he hung his head. “1 
miss her so much,” he said into his breakfast. His voice 
was low, almost imperceptible. “So... so much.” 

Ana put a hand on his arm. “I know, Dad,” she 
said. “I miss her too. We'll get through this together.” 
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Andy was late for her interview. Her knee 
bobbed up and down, making a tap-tap-tap-tap sound 
against the floor. Even though she was supposed to be 
on the fastest subway train into center city, she was 
frantic. She had only one opportunity to make a good 
first impression, and at the rate she was traveling, she 
would arrive well past her scheduled time slot. 

Fluorescent white lights flickered overhead, and 
a toddler in the far corner of the train car whimpered. 
Across from Andy, a construction worker snored like a 
sledgehammer. As the train went around a bend, he 
muttered and moved his legs. Andy couldn't help but 
notice the marks on his pants, reminiscent of 
bloodstains. She looked away. She never liked taking 
the subway when she didn’t have to. One could 
encounter the most unsavoury characters. 

Flashes of yellowing light came from outside the 
train, streaking hot neon in her peripheral vision. The 
woman beside her hushed the puppy she kept hidden 
inside the depths of her purse. The woman had shiny 
pink lips, inflated like pool floaties. “Shhh,” she said to 
her pet. “We’re almost there.” The puppy panted, with 
its tongue lolling to the left side of its mouth. 

“Arf!” it said. 

“You want a snack? Mummy’s got you a snack,” 
the woman cooed. She reached into her jacket, and 
suddenly, everything went dark. 

The train screeched to a stop. Andy’s shoulder 
slammed against the woman. 

“Arf! Arfl” screamed the puppy. “Arf! Arf! Arf? 
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“I’m awake!” the construction worker cried, 
jumping to his feet. Andy’s carefully organized notes 
went sprawling onto the floor, folder and all, and the 
baby in the corner began to wail. 

“Oh no!” Andy whimpered, sinking to the floor to 
recover her papers. She felt around in the darkness. 
She would be lost without her notes. 

“What the hell’s going on?” the woman beside 
Andy cried. Several other voices joined in from the front 
part of the train car. 

“Are you Okay?” a man said. 

“I’m fine. What about you?” a woman responded. 

The color red flooded the train as the emergency 
lights went on. Able to see again, Andy scooped up her 
papers in messy handfuls. She was close to tears. If 
she was going to be late before the sudden stop, she 
would be unforgivably late with the delay. The speaker 
overhead crackled to life. “Ladies and gentlemen,” the 
conductor said. “I regret to inform you that we’ve 
temporarily lost power. We are working on restoring it 
as soon as possible. Until we do, please remain in your 
compartments and stay calm. Help is on its way.” 

The construction worker cursed and ran his 
hands over his head. “Great,” he muttered. “Just great.” 
Then he collapsed back into his seat with a heavy sigh. 
The rest of the train car talked excitedly among 
themselves. 

“Oh, my poor baby,” the woman beside Andy 
said. She stroked her pup’s head, while the dog 
quivered in her purse. “Don’t worry, sweetie, don’t 
worry. Everything’s okay. You hear me? Mummy’s got 
you. Mummy —” 

Something struck the train with enough force to 
lift it sideways off the tracks. 

Andy went sprawling forward, straight onto the 
construction worker. He yelped as her hand smashed 
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him in the face. Spots danced before his eyes. “What 
the devil!” he bellowed, getting a handful of Andy’s hair 
in his mouth. Meanwhile, the dog flew out from the 
woman’s purse and tumbled through the nest of papers 
that had been Andy’s study materials. It howled in fear 
as its tiny claws scraped against the metal floor. “Yip! 
Yip! Yip!” it cried. “Yip, yip, yip!” Its owner sat, crumpled 
beneath the window on the opposite side of the train 
car, holding her shoulder with tears in her eyes. The 
impact had sent her airborne, and she had dislocated 
her shoulder. 

“Oh my Gahd!” she moaned. “Oh, my Gaaahd!” 
The rest of the train echoed her sentiments. 

“Christ!” a man yelled from the front of the train 
car. “Did you see that?” Andy disentangled herself from 
the construction worker, cheeks burning with 
embarrassment. 

“I-I'm so sorry,” she squeaked, but the man just 
grunted and pushed her aside. 

“| saw that,” he said to the man at the front. “But 
what was it?” 

“Some sort of animal,” the other man said. He 
wore a dress shirt and silken tie, but the colors of his 
outfit were lost to the overwhelmingly red glare of the 
emergency lights. 

“That ain't like no animal I’ve ever seen,” growled 
the construction worker. “That thing had more arms 
than an octopus!” The PA system light lit up again. 

“Ladies and gentlemen, please remain in your 
compartments and stay calm. Help is on its way.” 

“Stay calm my ass!” the construction worker 
responded. “There’s something out there!” 

“But what kind of animal is strong enough to 
knock a train car off its tracks?” someone at the front 
asked. 
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“Not one we want to wait around for,” the man 
with the silk tie responded. “I bet that’s why the train 
stopped in the first place, which means it’s probably 
coming back. We need to get out of here.” 

“lam not going out there!” the pink-lipped lady 
cried. She pulled herself to her feet, arm hanging limply 
by her side. “I’m staying right here until help comes.” 

Then the woman with the baby spoke up. She 
had a soft voice. It trembled with fear. “You were right 
here when it attacked the first time, and you were still 
hurt. | don’t want to stay here any longer than we need 
to.” Her child continued bawling, baring its teethless 
gums at the rest of the passengers. 

Andy spoke up. “But the conductor said we’re to 
stay where we are. Wouldn't it be better if we just—” 

But she didn’t get a chance to finish her 
sentence. The train car lurched forward as a snarling 
shape collided with the back door. A crack like a 
spiderweb emerged on the glass, spreading by the 
millisecond. Andy’s jaw dropped. She had seen the 
thing, whatever it was. It was a solid, hulking shape with 
wriggling arms that indeed reminded her of octopus 
tentacles. Then, in the blink of an eye, it was gone. 

“| Knew it'd be back!” the man at the front 
screamed. 

“Shut up and get out of the way!” another voice 
responded. 

The people rushed to the front of the train car, 
getting as far away from the cracked window as 
possible. 

“Move it! move it!” they said, pushing one 
another. 

“Wahhh!” went the baby. “Awahhh!” 

“Stop shoving! You're hurting me!” 

“Move faster, goddammit!” 
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“Ruf! Ruf, ruf, ruf!” went the dog. It gave an 
abrupt whine and went silent. 

“Oh my Gaa-aad,” went the woman with the pink 
lips. “We’re all going to die!” 

The PA system lit up once more. “Ladies and 
gentlemen, please remain in your compartments and 
stay calm. Help is on its way.” 

“He must be mad!” the construction worker 
blustered. He squeezed his way through the crowd and 
grabbed a hold of the door that led into the neighboring 
compartment. “Anyone with sense, come with me!” 
Everyone followed him, pushing their way into the next 
compartment. “Hurry!” he shouted over his shoulder. 
“It'll come back any second now!” 

As the rest of the people filed into the 
neighboring train car, Andy reached down to grab the 
woman with the injured shoulder. The woman clutched 
her tiny dog against her chest, weeping like a fountain. 
“Come on,” Andy said. “We've got to get out of here 
before it comes back.” 

The woman let out a fresh stream of sobs. “I 
can't!” 

Something stirred outside the car. The red lights 
flickered. Andy swallowed. “Miss, we have to get out of 
here now.” 

“| can’t! Look at my baby!” She raised the dog up 
to Andy’s face. It didn’t move. “He-he-oh my Gahd!” she 
wept. “I think he’s dead!” The car began to tremble. 

“We need to get out now!” Andy grabbed the 
woman’s arm and dragged her to the door. The last 
person had just passed through. As she turned the 
handle, the back door of the compartment crumpled 
inward, and glass rained down like a shower of crystals 
onto the floor. “Reeeaarrgghh!” the thing outside 
screeched. It was a shrill sound, like the cry of a raptor. 
It pushed its glistening appendages through the broken 
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window and the gaps in between the door and the 
door’s hinges. Its limbs were bumpy and slick, and it 
made a squelching sound against every surface. Andy 
leapt into the next car over, bringing the woman with 
her. They made it just in time, for as soon they fell onto 
the floor of the next train compartment, the creature 
shot out an arm into the space where they had just 
been. Finding nothing there, it screeched in frustration 
and withdrew into the darkness again. 


No one in the new train car seemed to notice 
how close the two women had been to the creature. 
They were locked in hot debate. 

“I’m telling you we need to get out of here as 
soon as we can! If we just sit here and wait like that 
lunatic on the PA keeps saying, we’re never going to 
make it,” the construction worker said. 

“But think about what you're saying,” a new 
woman responded. She was middle-aged with dark lips 
and flashing eyes. “If we leave the train, who's to say 
that we'll be able to make it to the next station before 
that thing catches us to us? At least here, we’re 
protected by the train’s walls.” 

“Oh — protected! We're not protected! We’re 
sitting ducks in here!” another woman retorted. 

The construction worker let out an exasperated 
groan. “Alright! That’s it — I’m going up to the 
conductor’s booth. I’m gonna have a word with this man 
and find out exactly what’s going on.” A few people 
cheered him on. Then they all lurched off their feet. The 
monster had returned. 

It smashed through the door of the last train 
compartment and shook the entire contraption like a 
dog with a bone. Andy grabbed a hold of a pole. Many 
others grabbed a hold of one another. The entire train 
shuddered, groaning against its bolts. Then, when it 
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seemed certain that the entire train would fall apart, the 
last car broke away from the rest of the train and went 
flying backwards, down the route from which it had 
come. A gaping hole appeared just a few feet away 
from where Andy stood. It was large enough for one of 
the monster’s arms to reach inward when it would 
inevitably return. Andy paled. She didn’t bother with the 
dog lady again. 

She ran through the crowd, following the same 
route as the construction worker who was determined 
to speak with the conductor. “Excuse me!” she 
protested, shoving her way ahead. It wasn’t like her to 
be rude, but Andy wasn’t herself anymore. She didn’t 
even realize that she no longer had her folder in her 
hand. Her papers had disappeared with the last train 
Car. 

She went through the next set of doors, into the 
third car from the back of the train, then into the fourth 
and the fifth. The same conversation was taking place 
in every car. 

“What was that?” people said. “It came from the 
back of the train!” 

“We all need to stay calm!” 

“How the hell are we supposed to stay calm?” 

Car after car, Andy followed the man she’d 
accidentally given a black eye. The people they 
encountered clamored around them, asking them what 
had happened and what they had seen, but the 
construction worker didn’t answer them. He continued 
onward, as though he were deaf. Andy raced after him. 
“Just stay inside the car,” she told whomever she could. 
“Don't go back there.” She didn’t want to tell anyone 
about what she’d seen, because the last thing the 
situation called for was panic. But Andy’s intentions 
were pointless. The creature had already begun its 
attack on the next car. The passengers fled up the train, 
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squeezing themselves together like sardines. They 
were running out of space. 

As the construction worker marched his way to 
the front of the first train car, he drew himself up to full 
height. He saw the conductor sitting inside his booth. 
“There’s the bastard,” he said. A group of people were 
already banging on his door. The conductor paid them 
no mind. He had even turned his back to them as he 
announced the same message over the PA system for 
the millionth time: “Ladies and gentlemen, please 
remain in your compartments and stay calm. Help is on 
its way.” 

The construction worker pushed his way to the 
front. “You!” he bellowed, banging against the glass. 
“Hey, you! Get out here! Tell us what’s going on!” The 
conductor ignored him completely. 

“What the hell’s wrong with him?” 

“He’s a psychopath!” a man behind Andy said. 

Bang! Bang! Bang! The people continued to 
pound on the conductor’s door. Then the door at the 
back of the car opened, and a woman with dark streaks 
on her face raced inside. Her chest heaved up and 
down. “It-it—” she choked on her words. But Andy didn’t 
need to hear what she had to say to see what the 
problem was. 

“It’s inside,” Andy whispered. She saw the 
creature through the windows, thrashing its dark arms 
in the neighboring compartment. It was a vicious beast, 
with glowing eyes covering its entire face and tentacles 
sprouting out of its back. It had a long snout and an 
even longer tongue, which flagellated through the air 
like a whip. A man in its grasp slammed against the 
window of his train car, making a terrible splat against 
the glass. Andy’s heart beat against her ribs, as if to 
say ‘Let me out! Let me out!’ But there was nowhere to 
run. 
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“Give me that!” the construction worker cried, 
snatching a briefcase from the man behind him. He 
raised it over his head and brought it down against the 
conductor's window. The glass wobbled in its frame. 

“Again!” someone shouted. The man obliged, 
and the briefcase struck the window again and again. 
Andy put her hands over her ears. It was madness, all 
madness. She felt that her own head was ready to 
burst. A crack appeared in the conductor’s window. “It’s 
working! Get him out of there!” The glass shattered, and 
the crowd wrenched the conductor out of his chair and 
through the broken frame. They surrounded him, 
hurling insults while still begging for answers. Suddenly 
the TA system came to life again. They all froze. The 
conductor wasn't in his booth but on the floor beneath 
them, and yet his voice continued with the same 
message. It had grown terrifying since the train first 
stopped. “Ladies and gentlemen, please remain in your 
compartments and stay calm. Help is on its way.” 

Andy tugged on the conductor’s shoulder so that 
he faced her. He flopped over. He was as lifeless as a 
doll. His eyes were open, and a permanent smile rested 
on his face. It was like looking into the face of a wax 
dummy. A hush went through the train car as everyone 
else realized that there was no conductor present at 
all. 

The train car shook again as the creature 
rammed against the final train car. Bam! Bam! Bam! 
Andy stood frozen with fear, watching the integrity of 
the last door between her and unimaginable horror 
weaken with every blow. Bam! Bam! Bam! A man 
beside her whimpered, “He told us to stay inside!” as 
though it would help the door resist the attack just a 
little while longer. “We stayed inside!” he cried. Then 
the door flew inward, knocking three people off their 
feet. The thing had reached them at last. 
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A generator roared. White light engulfed the train 
car. Inches away from its next victim, the beast howled 
and bolted off the train. It disappeared into the gloom of 
the subway tunnel. “Alright, I’ve seen enough,” a loud 
voice said. It wasn’t the conductor’s, and Andy couldn't 
say where it came from. The train car hummed with 
power again and the fluorescent lights on the ceiling 
came back on. With a start, the train car began to 
move, dragging its blood-splattered sister-compartment 
behind it. All that was left by then were the first two 
compartments. Slowly, like injured soldiers, they 
hobbled towards the next station. 

“Who said that?” someone whispered. 

“| have no idea. | have no goddamn clue what's 
happening.” 

When the next station came into view, Andy 
gasped. It was filled with military personnel. On one 
hand, the sight of them filled her with relief. It was the 
first logical thing that she’d seen since the whole ordeal 
had begun. But on the other hand, if the military were 
there, it meant that everything she’d seen was real. It 
wasn't just a dream, like she’d hoped. The train slowed 
to a stop, and the doors opened. A woman in a long 
white coat stepped inside. 

“Everything’s under control,” she said. “Please 
remain calm and we'll get everything sorted out.” 
People crowded around her, pelting her with questions. 
With a wave of her hand, she repeated the same thing 
over and over: “If you'll follow me, our doctors will see 
you. Right this way.” 

Andy and the construction worker looked at one 
another. They were the only two people from the last 
train car that had made it to the front. Under the white 
light, Andy saw what the red lights had hidden. The 
construction worker’s hands bled from his assault on 
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the conductor’s door, and the blood dripped down onto 
his pants, like splotches of dark paint. “You two,” the 
woman in the white coat said. “Right this way.” She 
ushered them off the train and onto the platform. 
Radios beeped and buzzed all around Andy. Uniformed 
personnel ran past her, onto the train. They carried 
rifles, strange silver cannisters, and shiny black body 
bags. One of them had a camera. Andy heard it clicking 
away. 

The woman in the white coat guided them into a 
single-file line. At the front, there stood a contraption 
that reminded Andy of airport metal detectors. “Wait,” 
she said to the woman in white. “I thought we were 
going to see the doctor.” 

“You are,” the woman said. “It’s just that we need 
to see if you were exposed to any radiation first.” 

“Radiation?” 

“Yes, radiation,” she said through her teeth. 
“Now please, stay in line.” Andy shared a look with the 
construction worker. He shook his head, but he didn’t 
say anything. All of his passion had disappeared. He 
looked shaken and scared. Another soldier ran past, 
muttering into the receiver strapped to his chest. He 
looked important. Andy eavesdropped on his 
conversation. 

“Jameson here. I’m down in the lower level, at 
the site of the latest test, train 021. Only twenty-seven 
survived this time,” he reported. His radio buzzed with 
static. Then there came a beep. 

“Geez,” a voice replied on the other end. “I 
thought the new design was supposed to work. How 
bad is it?” 

“Pretty bad, Kai,” the officer said through smacks 
of his gum. “More’n half the train is gone. | doubt we’re 
going to get the underground systems working any time 
soon. The tunnels are so infested with these things that 
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not even the heavy-duty train made it through. We'll 
keep this space locked down until the detonation crew 
arrives.” 

“Well, shit,” Kai said. “Copy that.” 

A hand clamped down on Andy’s shoulder. 
“Keep moving,” the woman in white said. She wasn't 
smiling anymore. 

Andy turned to her. “What were they saying 
about the tunnels being infested? Do you know what 
that thing was?” The woman’s face froze. 

“You know what?” she said. “Let’s get you to the 
front of the line. You’ve got a pretty nasty cut on your 
forehead.” She took hold of Andy’s wrist and dragged 
her to the front of the line. “Put her through,” she 
ordered the soldier standing beside the metal arch that 
had reminded Andy of a metal detector. It hummed like 
a chrome beehive. 

“Yes, ma’am,” the soldier responded. She turned 
to Andy. “If you'll step through, our doctors will attend to 
you as soon as you’re cleared.” 

Andy didn’t much like the lady in white, but the 
soldier had a friendly face. She looked through the arch 
and saw a cluster of people from the train already 
speaking to the doctors and other people with big white 
clipboards and shiny silver badges. “When are you 
going to tell us what happened?” she asked the soldier. 

“In a moment,” the soldier responded. “Now, 
please step through. You're holding up the line.” Andy 
turned and saw that it was true. She felt the weight of 
the entire line’s eyes on her, and she was 
embarrassed. She bowed her head and stepped 
forward. Afterall, it wasn’t like Andy to be rude. 


The soldier with the friendly face met her on the 
other side. “How're you feeling now?” she asked Andy. 
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She guided her to a chair and sat her down. She wetted 
a ball of cotton with something that smelled strongly of 
alcohol and dabbed Andy’s face. It stung terribly and 
Andy winced. “Hmmm?” 

“|.../'m nervous,” Andy said. She searched the 
soldier's face for the answer to her panic. She was so 
terribly anxious, but she couldn’t say why. Her hands 
trembled. Her foot went tap-tap-tap-tap against the 
floor. 

“Why are you nervous?” 

“| think I’m going to be late,” Andy said. As soon 
as she said the words, she realized they were true. “I’m 
going to be so late!” 

“| see,” the soldier said. She spoke as though 
she were speaking with a child. She paused and 
checked a notebook she had tucked away in her breast 
pocket. “Hmm,” she said. Then she looked back at 
Andy. “Andy, right? Is this about the job interview you 
were telling me about? The one in center city?” 

Suddenly Andy remembered. She remembered 
why she was so upset. “Oh no!” she cried, leaping to 
her feet. “I have to get downtown! As soon as | can!” 

“Not a problem,” the soldier said. “In fact, | can 
take you to train 022. It’s the fastest route downtown. | 
promise you won't be late.” She stood up and gave 
Andy a reassuring smile. “Just follow me.” 

“Oh, thank you!” Andy cried. “Thank you so 
much! You're a life saver!” 
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Once Hazel spotted the abandoned corpse, she 
couldn't turn away. As was her custom since her 
journey began, whether the individual showed signs of 
infection or not, she knelt beside the body and used the 
palm of her hand to gently close the man’s eyes. 


The roadside was littered with discarded items, 
haphazardly parked automobiles, and the occasional 
dead body, left behind by its family as they fled with no 
real destination in mind, trying in vain to outrun a 
sickness which had already spread around the globe. 
Similar mass exoduses like this had happened with 
each new wave of infection. Even her own mother had 
discussed making such a trek with her and her sister in 
tow when the virus had first emerged, but they had 
decided against it. 


“At least there are no Halloween decorations out here,” 
Hazel mumbled only half-joking, as she wiped her 
hands on her jeans, before righting herself again and 
turning away to continue her lonely hike south. 
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She used to love Halloween. Now the sight of lawns left 
riddled with fake tombstones and ghostly shapes 
hanging in trees weeks after the holiday had passed 
made her sick to her stomach and try as she might, 
Hazel couldn’t recall the allure that it had once held for 
her. But then, she supposed that attempting to live 
through an apocalyptic event would change your 


perspective on a lot of things. 


The world had already been battling the virus for over 
five years, trying to prevent its spread, but every time 
they believed that they had gained control, it changed in 
ways they weren’t prepared for and with each mutation, 
it seemed to spread faster. 


Whatever veil of normalcy her own city had managed to 
maintain shattered after the third strain hit in late 
October leaving it in a perpetual state of autumnal 
celebration. By the time the thirty-first had come and 
passed, so few people remained unaffected that the 
exterior decorations were left, untouched. Lawns 
quickly became overgrown around them and each time 
Hazel ventured out for supplies she had a harder time 
distinguishing the real monsters from the plastic 
replicas. Still, Hazel would have stayed if it was at all 
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possible, but after The Three percent had shown up, 
she felt that she had no other choice but to move on. 
Before that, fractured as life had become, Hazel had 
still held hope that she would see an end to the 
sickness that plagued humanity. 


She paused to kick at an empty can that had been left 
in the middle of the road, just to hear it clink against the 
pavement, then watched it roll toward the edge and into 
the ditch beyond. 


As the aluminium disappeared over the embankment, a 
solemn noise wafted toward her. The way it reached 
out to her from beyond the endless field beside the road 


gave the violins song an almost supernatural quality. 


Hazel listened in stunned bewilderment for several 
seconds, before turning toward the sound and running 
heedlessly forward. By the time she could see the hazy 
outline of a building in the distance, her chest had 
begun to tighten from the strenuous activity, and she 
forced herself to slow her pace considerably, only 
realizing then that her feet had found their way onto a 
wide unpaved path that appeared to lead toward the 


sound's origin. 
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Autumn leaves danced on the surface of the dusty road 
as the wind ushered them forward, just beyond the 
fence that blocked Hazel’s path. She reached toward 
the cold metal to give ita gentle push. The gate swung 
open easily, although the hinges squeaked in protest as 
it moved and when it did the eerily sweet music that 
had drawn her from the main highway stopped. Hazel 
stayed still, lifting her eyes from the long straight 
driveway to survey the house that jutted up from the 
ground beyond it. 


Large barn-like structures flanked either side of the two- 
story home, making it seem smaller than it should. 
Other than that, the house’s outward appearance 
seemed unexceptional. There was a wraparound porch 
in front and a small balcony directly above, which from 
her position, looked only big enough for a single person 
to stand upon. The roof was flat, with a handrail running 
around it, as if it was designed to be a deck, a practice 
that had become more common in newer construction 
over the past few years. Despite this, an uneasy feeling 
erupted in her abdomen and she flitted her eyes over 
each of the windows before completing a visual sweep 


of the front yard. 
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The only vehicle in view was a short white bus that was 
parked on the brown shrivelled grass, near the building 
furthest to the left. A bright red stop sign protruded from 
one side, indicating to her that the front door had been 
left open as if it was moments away from being loaded 
with passengers. 


Something about the sight in front of her caused the 
hair to bristle at the nap of her neck and she eyed the 
vehicle suspiciously for several seconds before her 
thoughts returned to the yard itself, causing her to 
release a disheartened sigh, unsure what to do. She 
took a few steps back and tried to survey the property 
as a whole. When she did, the unease spread, causing 
goosebumps to erupt along her arms. 


Everything seemed to be in its place and that was the 
problem. The property was too neat, too controlled. The 
grass didn’t even appear to be weedy or overgrown. 


She found the lack of chaos and neglect unsettling. 


Hazel wrapped her fingers around the straps of her 
shouldered travel pack and took a few deep breaths as 
she reasoned with herself and attempted to work up the 
courage to move ahead. 
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Perhaps she thought, she had stumbled upon a place 
where the virus simply had never struck. Hazel rolled 
her eyes at the foolish notion. After the third strain 
emerged, almost every person on earth had been 
affected by at least one form of the virus. She had seen 
enough evidence in the towns she had passed through 
to believe it was true even before they had said as 
much on her little emergency radio a week ago. It was 
the last time she had gotten a broadcast, although she 
still turned the crank each day until it was charged to 
see if there were any updates. 


Another idea came to her, causing her stomach to twist 
as it called up the memory of her family being ripped 
from their home. She had watched on, helpless to fight 
back against the group of monsters that took them from 
her. 


Before that day she had only heard rumors of the Three 
Percent and what they did. She wasn’t even sure that 
they really existed, let alone that they could be working 
their way through her city, block by block leaving a trail 
of death behind them. 


Hazel blinked back tears of frustration and cleared her 
throat noisily as she dropped her arms to her sides. 
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She didn’t want to believe that the Three Percent could 
be responsible for the beautiful, sad song she had 
heard, but she could only hope they hadn’t yet 


conquered out of reach places such as this. 


She forced herself to look back up at the house as she 
whispered aloud, “Maybe, | never really heard the 


music at all.” 


“Maybe...” she continued still whispering, “I have finally 
been infected.” 


None of the windows on the property appeared to be 
open and hallucinations were an early symptom with 
each strain. She wondered if she had it within herself 
to conjure up such a sound with so much intensity. She 
had never considered herself all that imaginative. 


Hazel lifted one hand to study it. Her skin didn’t appear 
to be wrinkled or pale, so she practiced touching each 
of her fingers together one at a time. Her motor skills 
still seemed to be intact. She lifted her face toward the 
sun, her skin didn’t tingle or burn, but she did notice 
that the light was fading fast. She needed to secure a 
safe place to rest, whether the music she had heard 


had been real or imagined. 
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As she took her first step forward, the familiar sound of 
the violin began anew. Hazel’s eyes widened, but she 
didn’t run toward the house, instead she kept her pace 
slow and her steps light, intentionally mimicking the 
tone of the song as she listened to each note, hoping 
that if the Three percent were residing within, they 
would show themselves. Hazel reasoned that anyone 


else would be too scared. 


As she got closer it was apparent that the noise was 
emanating from the upper level on the left side of the 
structure, but by the time she made it to the steps of the 
front porch, her heart drummed so loudly in her chest 
that it almost drowned out the low melodic sound. 


Hazel took a deep breath and pushed ahead, up the 
steps and onto the porch. She reached for the door 
handle without hesitation and turned it, pushing inward 
as she did, but the door didn’t budge. 


The fact that the door was locked was a good sign. She 
doubted that the Three Percent would bother to lock up, 
they wanted to be found, probably even looked forward 


to intrusions of the unsuspecting. She released a 
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haggard sigh and wiped the nervous sweat from her 


brow. 


She unclipped the chest strap from her travel bag and 
allowed the arm strap to slip off one shoulder, so that 
she could reach the small adjustable pry bar she had 
tied to the side holster. She didn’t want to compromise 
the security of the house but prying the lock open 
seemed like a safer bet than breaking a window. Her 
hand hovered over the bar, but she hesitated then 
dropped it back to her side. 


Instead, she moved around on light feet, inspecting the 
porch for places to hide a spare key. There weren't too 
many possibilities. The entryway was devoid of furniture 
and decoration, apart from an overturned flowerpot, 
which had been hidden from her view in the driveway 
by one of the posts. She bent to flip it right side up and 
raked the remaining soil with her fingers breaking up 


any clumps she found. 


Empty-handed, she righted herself and once again 
approached the door. Rising onto the tips of her toes, 
she reached over the doorframe and felt above the 
head jamb with her fingers, knowing that there was a 
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good chance a spare key could have been forgotten 
there. When her fingers hit the edge of a small metal 
object, she silently rejoiced. 


With the key in her grasp, she lowered herself back 
onto the souls of her feet and inserted it into the lock. 
The key turned easily, but Hazel stopped herself from 


flinging the door open. 


Not wanting to take any chances, she untied the small 
pry bar to use as a weapon, then reengaged the chest 
strap on her pack. Clutching the tool in one hand, she 
took a deep breath and held it before pushing the door 
open with the other. 


Seeing no immediate threat within the entry, Hazel 
moved inward then spun around to lock the door behind 
her. The music had stopped again at some point since 
she had first stepped onto the porch and she knew that 
the musician could be anywhere in the house, waiting 
to attack or hiding in fear. When the bolt was 
reengaged, she released her breath and turned back to 
face whatever secrets lurked within the home. 
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To her right, was a small open sitting room that was 
sparsely furnished. To her left a set of double doors 
were opened wide, giving her a full view of a home 
office. Hazel glanced up at the staircase in front of her 
then moved past it to inspect the rest of the ground 
floor. 


She took her time scrutinizing a larger sitting room, 
walking around the sofa and armchairs. Like the 
outside, everything seemed to be neat and orderly. A 
stack of magazines sat on the coffee table and a bundle 
of wood rested beside the fireplace, although there 
were none of the usual tools nearby that you would 
expect to see at a hearth. 


As she moved on from the room, a soft sobbing noise 
reached her ears. Hazel tiptoed toward the sound, and 
into a kitchen. Here several cupboard doors were open, 
below one of them was a steel food canister with the 
word flour printed on it in thick black marker, as well as 
a cylindrical salt container that rested on its side, with 
the spout open. 


Hazel took a step forward and cast her gaze downward. 
On the floor, between the rectangular island and the L- 


62 


SS ee ee ec 


Sn 


PN 


ee ee ee ec ee ce oo ec oo ag 


Fo hhh hhh htt a koutitiidiatiakiubiutiohiukiahatiahiahutiahihiuhuidihiuhahishishauishiuhiutiatiutiutiutiaiaii 


shaped counter was a woman. The thick dark hair on 
the woman’s head was pulled back to keep it from 
getting in her face. A plain floral dress hung off her 
skeletal frame as if it belonged to someone else, 
although Hazel doubted that was the case. 


She sat bent forward with one of her grey wrinkled 
hands over her mouth, muffling her sobs. The other 
was stretched out in front of her as she drew random 
shapes in the spilled over salt and flour mixture. 


Hazel covered her own mouth with her free hand to 
suppress a strangled cry. She had watched her mother 
wither in such a way after contracting the second strain 
of the virus, and the resemblance seemed uncanny. 
This woman had probably been around the same age 
when it had infected her, attacking her nervous system 
and leaving her with severe neurological damage. The 
loose discolored skin, as well as the obvious vision and 
motor skill problems, were always permanent after 


infection. 


From her own experience, Hazel knew that there was 
little chance that this woman had been playing the 
music that had drawn her here. After the second strain 
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ravaged their minds, most were left so damaged that 
they had little idea of what was happening around them. 


Hazel backed out of the room, not wanting to startle the 
lady and bring attention to herself. Someone else had 
to be here and she needed to find them, although now 
she was quite sure that it wasn’t a faction of The Three 
Percent, she knew that whoever it was could still be 
dangerous. 


Hazel returned to the staircase and began a steady 
ascent. At the top, the landing opened up into a wide 
hall that gave access to three doors, which were all 
closed. As she got closer, she noticed that each of the 
doors had a bolt lock affixed to the outside, two of 
which were engaged. 


Just as she reached for the handle of the unlocked 
door, a loud thud came from the next room, then the 
bolted door began to rattle and shake as if someone 
was trying desperately to get out. Startled by the 
sudden noise, Hazel pushed the unlocked door open 
and rushed inside. She quickly changed direction, 


slamming the door shut as she moved before checking 
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to see if there was a lock on this side as well. She was 
relieved to see there was, although she doubted it 
would last long under pressure. She bolted the lock 


anyway, then closed her eyes and breathed in deeply. 


A low groan rose from behind her, and Hazel popped 
her eyes open as she turned to face the sound, then 


stepped back, pressing herself against the door. 


Hazel’s heart jumped into her throat at the sight. In the 
middle of the room, a girl sat on the edge of a twin- 
sized bed, looking down at her feet. Her thin and ashy 
blue skin looked like crepe paper against the bright red 
corduroy overalls she wore. A violin laid beside her, and 
she clutched its bow in one hand. Hazel noticed that the 
string had snapped, just as another loud thud came 


from the room next door. 


She could barely keep her voice even as she 


whispered, “Are you my musician?” 


That latest strain of the virus didn’t seem to impact 
intelligence the way its predecessor had, so it came to 
no surprise to Hazel when in response, the girl tilted her 
face up revealing red-tinged eyes as she nodded in 


agreement. 
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After Hazel’s own sister had become infected with the 
third strain and lost her ability to speak, she had gotten 
pretty good at understanding what her sibling meant 
without the use of words. She was confident that she 
would be able to interpret the girls meaning just as 


easily. 


The next thud shook the walls, and she guessed 
whoever was in the other room had switched from using 
fists, to throwing themselves against the door. Hazel 
motioned toward the noise, “Is that one of the Three 


Percent, or someone just as dangerous?” 


Another low grown slipped out and the child’s eyes 
narrowed as she shook her head. She then raised her 
bow towards Hazel and pursed her lips as if in 


accusation. 


She thought she had prepared herself for such an 
allegation. But the girl’s suggestion stung. “No,” Hazel 
couldn’t keep the disdain from creeping into her voice 
as she snapped back, “Il am not one of them.” 


The girl kept her eyes glued on her as she stood and 
used her bow to make a poking gesture toward the pry 


bar that Hazel held clenched in her fist. 
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Reflexively Hazel dropped the weapon and lifted her 
hands above her head to show that she meant no 
harm. Survivors of the third strain came out of the 
illness with immense strength and Hazel didn’t wish to 
be the recipient of her anger, while she tried to earn her 


trust. 


The girl nodded in approval at her action, and a smile 
spread across her cracked lips, revealing teeth that 
were far more discolored than they should have been 
for a child of ten or eleven. 


“| want...” Hazel started, but next-door another thud 
echoed through the house, followed by the sound of 
splintering wood. It banged against the outer wall as it 


flung open, releasing the captive. 


The girl’s eyes widened, and the smile melted back off 
her face. Hazel didn’t try to resist as the girl raised her 
free hand, revealing her purple nail-less fingers for a 
split second before she pushed, shoving Hazel away 
from the door and into the wall at the far end of the 
room. Luckily her travel pack took most of the impact. 


She righted herself then looked on in nervous silence 


as the girl balled her hand into a fist and attacked the 
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wall with it, knocking three times in quick succession, 
before moving toward the door and repeating the 


action. 


After this second attempt at communication, whoever 
was on the other side of the door made several deep 


grunting sounds. 


The girl seemed to respond by knocking again. This 
time she rapped on the door more gently, four times, 
then three. 


Several seconds crawled by before whomever was on 


the other side repeated the pattern. 


Hazel trembled, as she watched the girl relax her hand 
and reach up to unlock the door. She crossed her arms 
in front of her, but it didn’t stop the shiver from running 
through her when the girl grabbed the handle and 
pushed. As if the world around her had slowed to a 
crawl with the action, it felt to Hazel like the door was 


only opening a few centimeters at a time. 


Hazel’s mind raced as she fought an inner urge to flee. 
Cold sweat trickled down the back of her neck and she 
clenched her fists, determined to stand her ground. 
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When the door finally opened all the way revealing the 
truth, she forced herself to relax her grip as she sucked 
in a deep breath. 


Letting her exhaustion win, she took several steps 
forward and then sat down on the bed wearily. She 
pushed her hair away from her face and picked up the 
broken bow before looking back up at the door with 
fresh understanding. 


The two girls could have been twins before they were 
infected, for all she knew. They certainly looked the part 
now. They were the same height, and both wore their 
hair in a bob-cut fashion. They were even dressed in 
the same overalls, except that the new arrivals were 
blue, which coincidently gave the illusion that her skin 
was a much deeper tone than her counterparts. 


They had drawn her here accidentally, but once they 
had seen her, they had taken precautions. 


Hazel pointed the bow at the girl in red, “You were the 
lookout and you,” she said pointing toward the one in 


blue, “were the secret weapon.” 


The girls nodded in unison, smiling as they did. 
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“Smart,” Hazel said, realizing that the door to the 
second room had been locked from the outside on 
purpose, to draw anyone that came in toward the 
unlocked door first. But when the violin’s bow broke, 


severing their communication the sister in red panicked. 


Hazel unbuckled her travel pack and let it slide off her 
shoulders and onto the floor. She was ready to get 
some rest and she was going to need it. 


As she laid back on the pillow, she smiled, replaying 
that door-opening moment which had seemed to stretch 
on forever. Two things had happened to her as the fear 
had engulfed her. First, she had been struck with a 
sudden understanding of the way the Three Percent 
think. 


While no one that contracted the first strain of the virus 
had lived, those that survived the second and third 
strains were left changed and the Three Percent, 
named for the small amount of the population believed 


to be completely immune, wanted them exterminated. 
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As the numbers of survivors climbed, this group had 
even gone so far as to refer to them as Zombies, 
although they were still very much alive. They wanted 
to spread their own fear and it had worked. The 
survivors stayed separated and in hiding, while the 
Three Percent grouped together and picked them off 


one by one. 


With the new understanding, came the realization that if 
Hazel could band together her own group of survivors 
to fight back, the Three Percent wouldn’t stand a 


chance. 


Hazel closed her eyes, glad that she had followed the 


music and found the resourceful girls. 


As sleep began to overtake her, she conjured up an 
image of the white bus filled with survivors. Directly 


behind the driver’s seat, were the girls. 


They would be her first recruits. 
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